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A Congregational Heritage

In January, 1940, the Trustees of Rollins placed a brnnze plaque in the
narthex of the Knowles Memorial Chapel which reads :

"This tablet is erected as a visible and permanent recognition of the Spiritual, Intellectual and Material Indebtedness which Rollins College owes and gratefully
acknowledges to its Congregational Heritage. During
the period of its founding and the early years of its
struggle, the Congregational Education Society, and
many individuals of the Pilgrim Faith, contributed generously of both service and money to establish the first
educational institution of collegiate rank in the State
of Florida. From the seeds thus sown and heroically
nurtured has come the Rollins of today with the
promise of a greater Rollins of tomorrow."

The most recent in a long line of eminent ministers of the Congregational Church in the life of Rollins was a representative from Yale
University, which shares with Rollins this pioneering Congregational
heritage. He was Dr. Liston Pope, Dean of the Divinity School, Yale
University, who preached an inspiring sermon on the theme "The Beginning of Knowledge" on Sunday, February 21 , 1960, as part of the
-- Founders Week observances.
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Introductory Remarks
It is a great personal pleasure to have a part in the celebration
of the seventy-fifth anniversary of Rollins College, especially in
view of the historic connections of this institution with the
religious denomination of which I am a member and with the
university from which I come. For example, your great President
Blackman was not only a graduate of Yale Divinity School and
subsequently a professor in it; he was also the first professor to
teach there the subject, Social Ethics, which in recent years has
been my own, and I am therefore in direct academic descent from
him. Other bonds between Rollins and Yale are too numerous
to mention, as are those between Rollins and Congregationalism.
The relation is indeed so close and happy that I really should do
an animated sermon this morning.

This anniversary is properly a time for memories and for
gratitude. But it is equally a time for resolution. Gratification
over the past should lead to dedication to the future. Words from
Goethe, which he called "wisdom's last fruit," fall on our ears
with special insistency at a time like this:
"What you have inherited from the past, that earn in order
to possess. He alone deserves freedom, life as well, who daily
conquers them anew."
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For your Founders' Week sermon, I wish to contrast two quite
different views as to the relation of religion and learning. The
one view is described in the Book of Daniel where we read: "Many
shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased."
This verse summarizes a widespread theory of education at
the present time. Knowledge for its own sake is assumed to be
the goal, and this goal is to be achieved by running hither and
yon in every interesting direction. An overseas baggage agency
whose knowledge of English was somewhat imperfect adopted as
its slogan, "Entrust your baggage to us and we will send it off
in all directions." So with one view of education and intellectual
endeavor. Let the mind go where it listeth. It must be completely unfettered, completely free to follow the light of learning
as it chooses. No dogmatism or censorship may be permitted to
block its path; no protected preserve may be shielded from its
scrutiny. A fixed commitment to a particular view of life or of
reality is dangerous, bringing the possibility that intellectual impartiality and objectivity will be diminished or lost. The true
scholar is hospitable to all ideas but captive to none; if one is to
retain freedom to run to and fro, he must be cautious about acquiring a particular intellectual habitation.
The results of this philosophy have been a great deal of confusion on the one hand and an impressive record of intellectual
conquest on the other. The confusion arises from the multiplication and the diversity of academic fields and specializations. So
many new and esoteric fields of study have now emerged that it
is almost impossible for faculty members to talk with each other
about anything except the weather and the children's colds. Even
the weather is an unsafe topic. There may be a meteorologist
present who will tell you more about the weather than you care
to know. The situation almost warrants the libel contained in an
ancient limerick:
I once had a classmate named Guesser
Hl hose linowledge grew lesser and lesser;
It at last grew so small
He hnew nothing at all,
And now he's a college professor.
3

Because fragmentation of knowledge is so far advanced there
is bite in the observation that a state university is a city of God
that is all suburbs. Or, to change the figure, the modern college
curriculum is like the face of a compass, pointing in every direction, but with no needle by which to chart one's course. As a
result the college often feels compelled to lay down a certain maze
of required courses or core courses, lest the student be utterly
lost in running to and fro. The maze generally becomes bewildering in itself; any freshman who can understand fully a college
catalogue is already bright enough to be graduated. And during
their college course students may learn to box a large section
of the compass, without finding out where they are going or would
like to go.
On the other hand, as one looks about the view is perfectly
entrancing. Never before have human beings known so much
about so many things. If by some miracle of psycho-physics, one
of the few intellectual specialties not yet developed, all the knowledge possessed by members of the Rollins faculty were spread out
end to end, so that entering students could see the vast expanse
on which they have embarked, I dare say that their response
would be that attributed by Keats to followers of Cortez on first
viewing the Pacific. They
"Looked at each other with a 1vild surmiseSilent, upon a peak in Darien."

Knowledge has increased immeasurably, and continues to
grow from more to more. When we survey the prospect we are
filled with awe and a certain bewilderment. Such have been the
rewards of running to and fro intellectually.
But suppose we paused briefly to catch our breath and to
examine man's situation in the world at this moment. What
then? Those of us who are in the colleges and universities cannot escape a certain responsibility for man's situation in the contemporary world. Sir Richard Livingstone points out that the
universities and colleges "have an influence on our world which
is almost as great as that of the Church of the Middle Ages." 1
For centuries after the fall of Rome the Church assumed responsibility for learning and for civilization, as well as for the eternal
1 Sir Ric h ard Winn Livingstone, Some Thoughts on University Education (Lon don :
Cambridge U nive r sity Press, 1948), p .8.
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salvation of the faithful. Those centuries are often called the Dark
Ages, and in some respects they were; but had the Church not
taken leadership as the waves of semi-barbarians came, the time
would have been darker still and the light of the Renaissance
might never have come. And the Church at length achieved a
certain unity of civilization in Western Europe, not only in Gothic
Architecture as celebrated by Henry Adams in Mont St. Michel and
Chartres, but also in thought as represented in Thomas Aquinas.
To be sure, this unity became increasingly fettersome, so that at
last the bonds were broken and men began again to run to and
fro and to increase knowledge.
But what of us, in the modern institutions of higher learning:
now many look to us, as a new darkness of cynicism and brutality
threatens to overrun civilization and engulf the world. What have
we to offer as custodians of civilization? We have already brought
great gifts to mankind: anti-biotics for ancient diseases; vaccines
to forestall the crippling of children; clearer understanding of
nearly every aspect of nature and growing understanding of
human nature; technical mastery of land and sea and sky and
outer space; an educated leadership for a free society-and so on
indefinitely: the roster of our achievements in colleges and universities is long and great.
But when men and women knock on our academic doors in
the midnight of the world and ask for the bread of life-for unity
and meaning and security in the universe-what can we give
them? Can we prepare the way for the next centuries as the
University of Paris did seven centuries ago, as Oxford and Cambridge did in the pre-Reformation period? Professor Alfred North
Whitehead has laid down the challenge to us; "The Aegean Coastline had its chance and made use of it; Italy had its chance and
made use of it; France, England, Germany had their chance and
made use of it. Today, the American states have their chance.
What use will they make of it? That question has two answers.
Once Babylon had its chance, and produced the Tower of Babel.
The University of Paris had its chance and fashioned the intellect
of the Middle Ages." 2
2 Alfred North Whitehead, The Alms of Education and Other Essays (London:
Willia ms and Norgate, 1936), p.9.
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One must confess that running to and fro is a principal characteristic of Babel, where, according to the Biblical narrative,
"the Lord scattered mankind abroad over the face of all the
earth." (Gen. 11) But now the problem is that of gathering
humanity together again, in a world suddenly too small for a
divided mankind. Will it be reported of us in after years, if there
are those to ask and to reply, that when the world asked the
colleges and universities for direction and unity and leadership in
the twentieth century, it received a set of football scores, a program for the junior prom, an atom. bomb and a great deal of
discussion about the relativity of all things? Will it be said of
us, students and faculty alike, that we were impotent and silent
while new barbarians took over the world?
Achilles ponders in his tent;
The ldngs of modern thought are dumb;
Silent they sit and not content,
And wait to see the future corne.

Those terrible answers are likely to be given unless we can
find an abiding moral habitation for ourselves, and an abiding
spiritual home-one in which we can dwell with faith and to which
we can invite a distraught humanity. This is no easy achievement
for those who have been taught primarily to doubt rather than
to believe, to dissect rather than to unify. According to Robert
Burton in The Anatomy of Melancholy, the ancient philosopher
Democritus tried by "cutting up several beasts-to find out the
cause of madness and melancholy." The melancholy of the
present world defies such dissection. It defies mere analysis and
cries out for cure. It scorns mere description and calls for vision.
In our personal lives also this is true. We know more, thanks
to psychology and psychiatry, than men have ever known previously about the inner life. Is it not a strange paradox that we
probably feel less competent to live with ourselves than did any
of our forbears? In the 17th century a Puritan congregation could
sing with steadfast assurance:
We are the choice elected few
Let all the rest be damned
There's room, enough in hell for you
We won't have heaven crawnned.
6
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They knew little about themselves, but they thought they
knew their destiny. We know much about ourselves, and fear
that our destiny is a psychiatrist's couch.
Our problem in every area is that of a vantage point for
vision-a vision that can illumine the years and the centuries
just ahead. We are conditioned to be intellectually near-sighted:
our educational philosophy and training often prepare us for the
close look at the limited object. We are skeptical of terms like
"value" and "faith" and "vision"; we are more interested in seeing through things than in seeing beyond them. But as C. S.
Lewis reminds us,
"You cannot go on 'seeing through' things forever. The
whole point of seeing through something is to see something
through it . .. It is no use trying to 'see through' first principles.
If you see through everything, then everything is transparent.
but a wholly transparent world is an invisible world. To 'see
through' all things is the same as not to see."

In our time many run furiously to and fro, and knowledge
is vastly increased. But now men and women fear that they have
no abiding place on earth, and insecurity rises and the clamor
increases and knowledge itself falls into disrepute.
The other view of knowledge is summarized by a text from
the Book of Proverbs, where we read: "The fear of the Lord is
the beginning of knowledge." We might paraphrase in New
Testament terms, the love of God is the beginning of knowledge.
Suppose that we took that text seriously. I can hear an uproar on the left and another on the right. On the left the scientific humanists and the rationalists warn that a college committed
to religious faith will be partisan, unscientific, and ultimately
dogmatic, and that its educational enterprise will degenerate into
a program of indoctrination rather than emancipation. I can even
hear mutterings about turning back the clock and burning the
dissenters at the stake and rejecting the theory of evolution.3
Assuredly there are dangers in the false and sentimental kind
of religious commitment that could lead faculty members or students to be careless about truth. E.g., consider the writing of
history. A, medieval bishop, engaged in writing a history of his
3 Arnold Samuel Na sh, The University and the Modern World (New York: Macmillan Co., 1944), p .264.
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predecessors, described his methods as follows: "Where I have
not found any history of any of these bishops and have not been
able . .. to obtain information concerning them, in such a case, in
order that there might not be a break in the series, I have composed the history myself, with the help of God and the prayers of
the brethren." 4 But the dangers arising from efforts at complete
impartiality are equally great; Prof. G. M. Treveleyan describes
a fellow historian's treatment of Martin Luther as fair and accurate but as utterly lacking in any hint that Luther was a great
man or the German Reformation was a remarkable movement.
The uproar on the right is even more noisy than that on the
left. There are gathered those guardians of true piety who have
told us so all the time. One of their leaders wrote a book about
Yale some time ago; the conclusion of the book was that God is
not at Yale and that many of the men at Yale ought not to be.
Many sectarian religious groups would welcome any suggestion
that we turn again to fear of the Lord as the basis and object of
our academic endeavors, but each would have us fear its particular
captive Lord with its particular kind of fear.
So it is that the college that would combine a liberal education and genuine religious devotion is always caught in the middle,
between the allegedly emancipated secularists and the intellectually emaciated sectarians, between those who confess no Lord
and those whose fear of the Lord leads them to circumscribe his
truth. Some would make the college their Church, worshipping
only Reason or Science; others would turn the college into a
church, worshipping a very particular and limited God.
Let it be acknowledged that the secularization of our colleges
has gone very far. It has often gone too far, leading students to
regard all values as purely relative and religious faith as a delusion at worst or a cultural survival at best. Will Rogers, who
considered himself a Baptist of sorts, noted some yeai:s ago: "I
see that more and more Baptists are gittin' educated. Pretty soon
won't be no more Baptists." His prediction was in error, as any
table of church statistics will indicate. But the suspicion between
higher education and religion has been pervasive and serious for
several generations in America.
4

George Gordon Coulton, Medieval Panorama (Cambridge, Eng. : University Press,

1938), p.439,
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Let it be granted that no representative college can be fully
religious in a society that is not religious. Is it not still possible
that the college can be a mighty force on behalf of genuine religious commitment among its students and faculty, and a persuasive teacher of the highest and best-established values yet
glimpsed by mankind? Can it not be a beacon of faith in a world
tossed by doubt?
In our generation we need again to understand that the most
important result of a college education is that of finding direction
for life and developing positive intellectual and spiritual leadership for the world. Intellectual development is rudderless at
best and dangerous at worst when isolated from moral convictions
and personal commitments that are religious in character. As
Whitehead has reminded us, only educated people are capable
of doing great harm in the contemporary world.
Of what import is all your scurrying about from class to class
and activity to activity if, in the end, you possess only bright
baubles of information and jagged lines of perspective, interesting
to behold but patternless as pebbles on a beach?
Modern religious denominations, in their variety and contentiousness, have shattered religious faith into a confusion of
tongues. Modern colleges, in their secularization and skepticism,
have often broken the realm of knowledge into bits and pieces.
Is it not time that church and college alike learn that running to
and fro on the earth is a mark of children tossed to and fro by
every wind of doctrine? Church and college, each in its own way,
might help to make life whole again. And the fear of the Lord is
the beginning of knowledge, in classroom, study hall, or pew.
But why should we speak in abstractions? In the last analysis
the college, like the church, reflects the faith of her loyal members. It is easy to admonish or exhort the college; it is a more
troublesome thing to speak to ourselves. But we are they who
run to and fro; we are they who are tossed about; we are they
who must fear the Lord. On us the demand falls that we learn to
be religious teachers, not simply teachers who are religious, and
religious students, not merely students who profess also to be
religious. Inevitably we teach and study in the perspective of
some faith ; inevitably we act, as act we must, as if some view of
life and conduct were correct.
9

The purpose of learning is centrally that of helping us to
understand our place in the vaster design of life, to find an abiding
place for the mind, an habitation for the spirit. This does not
require that we subscribe once for all to a particular creed, or
that we lapse into stagnation, or that we shut out new truth or
evidence. It requires only that we find a vantage point from
which to take our bearings, and a needle on the compass of knowledge. Only the over-arching perspectives of an intelligent religious faith can provide these things.
The drama critic of the New York Times, Mr. Brooks Atkinson, surmised recently that Thornton Wilder's great contribution
to drama has been "the skill with which he has related the individual to the universe and presented him as a child of God." But
that should be the genius of the college too. If it is so at Rollins
College, you will learn to paraphrase with confidence the address
contained on an envelope received by Jane Crofert in Grover's
Corner, N. H., as related in Mr. Wilder's Our Town, and you will
come to know yourselves as residents of Rollins College, Winter
Park, Florida, United States of America, Western Hemisphere,
the Earth, the Solar System, the Universe, the Mind of God. To
see ourselves in such perspective is an awesome thing, but it
reveals the universe itself as an altar with a Supreme Intelligence
as its author and Lord. And that is the highest and most ultimate
truth to which the human mind can come or the intellect know.
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